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The contractor's office smelled like sawdust and fear.

Grave stood in the doorway, blocking the only exit, watching Frank Delmonico's face go from irritated to pale in under three seconds. The man had been hunched over blueprints when Grave walked in, coffee going cold at his elbow, radio playing some classic rock station too loud for the cramped trailer. Now he was frozen, eyes locked on the kutte Grave wore like it might bite him.

"You're late on your payment." Grave kept his voice level. No need to shout. The patch did the talking. "Three weeks late."

"I've got jobs backing up—" Delmonico started.

"Not the club's problem."

The contractor's throat worked. He was maybe fifty, soft around the middle, hands that knew tools but hadn't thrown a punch in decades. Smart enough to know he wasn't walking out of this trailer if he said the wrong thing.

"I can have it by Friday," Delmonico said. "All of it. Plus interest."

"Friday." Grave let the word hang. "Boneyard's gonna want to hear that directly. You miss Friday, he comes himself. You don't want that."

The man's face went another shade whiter. Good. The Gotham Reapers' reputation did half the work—enforcement was just reminder service.

"Friday," Delmonico repeated, nodding hard enough to rattle his teeth. "I swear. Tell him I swear."

Grave gave him one more long look, letting the silence stretch until sweat beaded on the contractor's forehead, then turned and walked out into the weak November sunlight.

His bike waited in the gravel lot, a rebuilt Sportster he'd bought with cemetery wages and rebuilt with his own hands. Not flashy like some of the brothers' rides, but solid. Dependable. Like him.

Two months earning his place with the Reapers. Two months of shit jobs, early mornings, late nights, and proving himself one task at a time. Running messages, standing guard, doing whatever needed doing without complaint. The patch on his back wasn't full colors yet, but it meant something. It meant he was on his way to belonging somewhere that mattered.

He swung onto the bike and kicked it to life, the V-twin rumble settling something in his chest the way it always did. Staten Island spread out around him—industrial lots and residential blocks, the kind of working-class territory that didn't make tourist maps. His turf now, in a way it had never been when he was just another overlooked worker maintaining someone else's property.

The route back toward the ferry took him past Moravian Cemetery.

Grave slowed automatically, muscle memory from four years of turning through those iron gates every morning. The oldest cemetery on Staten Island, rolling hills of headstones dating back centuries, mausoleums and monuments to the dead that somebody had to maintain. He'd been that somebody—grounds crew, anonymous labor, the guy who made sure the grass stayed trimmed and the paths stayed clear while grieving families walked past without seeing him.

Not anymore.

He was about to accelerate past when he spotted the van.

Moretti's Flowers. He knew that van. Knew it the way he knew the cemetery grounds—from years of watching it come and go, the dark-haired woman inside delivering arrangements to gravesites with more care than most people showed the living. She'd caught his attention the first month on the job and held it for four years after, though he'd never worked up the nerve to do more than nod when their paths crossed.

The van sat at the cemetery gates, hazards blinking. And even from twenty feet away, Grave could see the problem.

He pulled off the road and killed his engine.

The tires. Both rear tires, slashed clean through, rubber hanging in strips. Recent—the cuts still showed fresh black where the blade had gone through. He walked a slow circle around the van, noting the scratches along the driver's side door that might have been keyed, the crack in the side mirror that looked deliberate.

This wasn't vandalism. This was a message.

The cemetery gates stood open, and he could see her in the distance—small figure in a green apron, arranging flowers on a grave near the old chapel. Too far to see her face, but he recognized the way she moved. Careful. Precise. Like every petal mattered.

She hadn't noticed the damage yet.

Grave pulled out his phone and took pictures of the tires, the scratches, the cracked mirror. Evidence, though he wasn't sure yet what for. Someone was leaning on the flower shop owner, and whoever it was had done this in Reaper territory without asking permission.

That was a problem.

He watched her work for another minute—couldn't help himself—before the distant wail of a siren reminded him he had places to be. He mounted his bike and pulled back onto the road, but he checked his mirrors twice before the cemetery disappeared from view.

The woman was still arranging flowers, oblivious to the message carved into her van.



The compound rose out of Hunts Point like a concrete fortress.

Three stories of converted industrial building, surrounded by warehouses and loading docks, invisible to anyone not looking for it. Grave had spent his first week as a prospect just learning the security protocols—which doors, which codes, which brothers you never interrupted and which ones would put you through a wall for looking at them wrong.

He parked in the fenced lot and headed inside, the smell of motor oil and stale beer hitting him before he cleared the threshold. The main room was dim even at midday, bar built from reclaimed wood and industrial metal, death iconography covering every wall. A few brothers sat at tables nursing drinks or playing cards, the afternoon lull before night operations kicked off.

Boneyard was at the bar, going over something on his phone with a scowl that said someone was about to have a bad day.

Grave approached and waited. You didn't interrupt a patched member—you waited until they acknowledged you. Club rules, beaten into him the first week.

Boneyard looked up after a long thirty seconds. "Delmonico?"

"Friday. He swears he'll have it, plus interest."

"He better." Boneyard's scowl didn't ease. "That's twice he's been late. Third time, he doesn't get a friendly visit."

Grave nodded, filing that away. Then: "Something else. On my way back, I passed Moravian Cemetery."

Boneyard's eyes sharpened. The enforcer knew Grave's history—knew he'd worked grounds crew there before prospecting. "And?"

"There's a florist who delivers there. Moretti's Flowers. I've seen her van coming through for years." Grave pulled out his phone, showed Boneyard the pictures. "Someone slashed her tires. Keyed the driver's side. Cracked her mirror. Fresh damage, maybe this morning."

Boneyard scrolled through the photos, face unreadable. "You know her?"

"Seen her around. Never talked to her." Not for lack of wanting to, but that wasn't information Boneyard needed. "Point is, that's Staten Island. Our territory. Someone's making moves without permission."

"You think it's targeted? Not just random shit?"

"Slashed tires are a message. That's not kids fucking around." Grave kept his voice steady, professional. Just reporting what he'd seen. "Last week her van was fine. This week it's not. Something changed."

Boneyard was quiet for a moment, thumb scrolling back through the photos. The enforcer ran salvage operations for the club—he knew what targeted damage looked like versus random destruction.

"Staten Island's been quiet," Boneyard said finally. "No beefs, no new players. If someone's squeezing a business in our territory, we need to know who and why." He looked up at Grave. "You said you've seen this van for years. You know her routes?"

"Cemetery deliveries, mostly. She supplies the funeral homes and churches in the area. Mornings usually."

"Keep watching." Boneyard's voice had gone flat, the way it did when he was thinking three moves ahead. "You're on Staten Island already for collections. Add the flower shop to your route. See who's leaning on her and why. Don't approach, don't engage—just eyes and ears. Report back to me."

Grave nodded once. "Got it."

"And Grave?" Boneyard waited until Grave met his eyes. "Our turf means we protect what's in it. Businesses pay us for protection whether they know it or not—that's how we hold the block. Someone fucks with a florist today, tomorrow they think they can fuck with everyone. We don't let that slide."

"Understood."

Boneyard went back to his phone, dismissal clear. Grave headed for the bar to grab a beer he'd drink slow while the afternoon stretched toward evening, but his mind was already back at those cemetery gates.

The dark-haired woman arranging flowers with careful hands.

The slashed tires she hadn't noticed yet.

Someone was hunting her, and she didn't even know it.

Grave thought about the way she'd moved through the cemetery, peaceful and focused, no idea that her van had been carved up while she worked. Thought about four years of watching her from a distance, never more than background scenery, always finding reasons not to cross the gap between groundskeeper and customer.

He wasn't background anymore.

He had orders to keep watching, and for the first time since he'd started the cemetery job, he had a reason to do more than look.

Coffin dropped onto the stool next to him, nodding for a beer. "Heard you handled Delmonico. He piss himself?"

"Close enough."

"Good." Coffin's grin was sharp. "Maybe next time he'll remember who owns this borough."

Grave lifted his bottle in acknowledgment, but his mind was already planning tomorrow's route through Staten Island.

Cemetery first. Then wherever that flower van led him next.
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The front window was smashed again.

Angela stood on the sidewalk outside Moretti's Flowers, coffee growing cold in her hand, and stared at the destruction. Glass scattered across the display she'd spent three hours arranging yesterday—white lilies and roses for the Kowalski funeral, now glittering with shards that caught the morning light like cruel diamonds.

Second time this month.

She'd replaced that window two weeks ago. Four hundred dollars she didn't have, pulled from savings that were supposed to cover the van's transmission repair. Now she'd have to do it again, and somewhere in the back of her mind, a voice that sounded like her mother whispered how much longer?

Angela pushed through the front door, glass crunching under her flats, and stopped cold.

Sal Marinelli sat behind her counter like he owned the place.

"Morning, sweetheart." He didn't stand. Didn't need to. The threat radiated off him like cheap cologne—which he was also wearing, something musky that made her want to gag. Mid-forties, forgettable face, eyes that tracked her like a predator calculating whether prey was worth the energy. "Hope you don't mind. Door was open."

"The door was locked."

"Was it?" His smile didn't reach his eyes. "Must've been the window, then."

Angela's hands wanted to shake. She didn't let them. Three months of this—the visits, the threats, the reminders—and she'd learned that showing fear only made men like Sal enjoy themselves more.

"Get out of my shop."

"Now that's not friendly." Sal leaned back, making himself comfortable on her mother's stool. The one Mom had sat on for twenty years, greeting customers, taking orders, building a business that meant something. Seeing him there made Angela's vision blur with rage. "Mr. Carbone sent me to check on you. Make sure you've had time to reconsider his generous offer."

"I told you last week. I'm not paying."

"Yeah, you did." Sal's voice dropped, conversational tone gone. "And then your window got smashed. Funny how that works."

Angela moved behind the counter, putting the register between them, and started pulling ruined arrangements from the display case. The lilies were destroyed, petals bruised and torn, glass embedded in the stems. Hours of work. Hundreds of dollars in flowers. Gone.

"The Kowalski family is burying their grandmother today," she said, keeping her voice steady through sheer will. "I promised them arrangements for the service. Now I have to call and explain that some thug destroyed them."

"That's a real shame." Sal didn't sound sorry. "You know what would prevent that? A little insurance. Mr. Carbone's rates are very reasonable."

"I already have insurance."

"Not the kind that matters." He stood, and Angela's pulse spiked despite herself. He wasn't tall, wasn't physically imposing, but there was something in the way he moved—deliberate, patient, like a man who'd learned exactly how much pressure each person could take before breaking. "See, regular insurance covers accidents. Acts of God. What Mr. Carbone offers is protection from acts of man. The kind of acts that happen when a woman runs a business alone in a neighborhood that's changing."

Angela's jaw tightened. "This neighborhood has been my family's home for thirty years."

"Things change." Sal stepped closer, and she forced herself not to retreat. "Businesses that don't adapt... they disappear. One bad month, one string of vandalism, one accident with the delivery van—" His eyes flickered with something that made her stomach turn. "—and suddenly thirty years don't mean shit."

Her van. The slashed tires. She'd found them yesterday at the cemetery, had to call a tow truck and eat the cost because her spare was already flat from last month's accident.

"You did that," she said. "My tires."

"Me? I'm just a messenger." Sal's smile was all teeth. "But I hear things. Word on the street is, your van's not safe. Your shop's not safe. You're not safe. Unless you start being smart about who protects you."

Angela thought about her mother. Thought about the woman who'd run this shop through recessions and hurricanes and personal tragedy, who'd arranged flowers for funerals while fighting her own cancer, who'd died in the back room surrounded by roses because she couldn't bear to leave the place she'd built.

Mom hadn't raised a coward.

"Get out." Angela's voice came out harder than she expected. "Get out of my mother's shop before I call the police."

Sal laughed—actually laughed, like she'd told a joke. "The police. That's cute." He moved toward the door, glass crunching under his expensive shoes. "You know what happened to Vince Deluca when he called the cops? His dry cleaning shop burned down. With him inside." He paused at the threshold, looking back. "Mr. Carbone's patience has limits, Angela. Friday. You either start paying, or this place becomes an example."

"An example of what?"

"Of what happens when someone says no." His eyes went flat, empty. "Your mama's not here to protect you anymore. And pretty flowers don't stop fires."

He walked out, leaving the door hanging open, morning air rushing in to mix with the smell of crushed lilies and broken glass.

Angela stood frozen for a long moment. Then her knees buckled and she caught herself on the counter, breath coming in short gasps that she refused to let become sobs. Not here. Not where someone might see.

Friday.

Three days. Three days to find money she didn't have, or lose everything her mother had built.

She looked around the shop—at the coolers full of flowers waiting to become someone's wedding bouquet or funeral spray or anniversary surprise, at the ribbon wall her mother had organized by color, at the worn wooden floor that still showed the paths they'd walked together for fifteen years. Every inch of this place was her mother's legacy. Every arrangement was a promise to the families who trusted Moretti's Flowers with their most important moments.

She couldn't lose this.

But she couldn't pay, either. Carbone's "protection" would bleed her dry within a year—she'd seen it happen to other businesses on the block. They paid and paid until there was nothing left, and then Carbone's crew picked the bones clean anyway.

There was no winning. Only different ways to lose.

Angela pulled out her phone with shaking hands and dialed the funeral home.

"St. Mark's, this is Patricia."

"Patricia, it's Angela." She closed her eyes, hating the tremor in her voice. "I need to talk to you about the Kowalski arrangements. There's been... a delay."

"A delay? Angela, the service is at two."

"I know. I know, I'm so sorry." She opened her eyes and stared at the ruined flowers, glass still catching light like something beautiful instead of devastating. "There was an incident at the shop. I'm going to remake everything fresh—it'll be there by noon, I promise. I just... I need you to know it might look slightly different than what we discussed."

Silence on the line. Then Patricia's voice softened. "Are you okay? You sound—"

"I'm fine." The lie scraped her throat. "Just a long morning. I'll have the arrangements there on time."

She hung up before Patricia could ask more questions.

The next two hours passed in a blur of cleaning and creating. Angela swept up the glass, boarded the window with cardboard from the back room, and threw herself into making new arrangements from whatever she had in the cooler. White roses instead of lilies. Eucalyptus instead of fern. Not what the Kowalski family had ordered, but beautiful in their own way—she made sure of that, because Mrs. Kowalski deserved beauty at her grandmother's funeral, even if Angela's world was falling apart.

Her mother's voice echoed in her head as she worked: Flowers speak when words fail. Make them say something worth hearing.

By eleven-thirty, the arrangements sat wrapped and ready in the cooler, her hands ached from thorns, and the shop looked almost normal if you didn't notice the cardboard where glass should be.

Angela leaned against the counter and let herself breathe.

Three days.

She had three days to figure out how to fight back against men who burned people alive for calling the police. Three days to save thirty years of her mother's work. Three days to find a miracle.

The delivery van's keys hung on their hook by the back door—except her van was still at the mechanic's, waiting for tires she couldn't afford. She'd have to call for a ride, pay for an Uber to the funeral home with money she didn't have, add another cost to the pile crushing her.

Angela looked at the cardboard-covered window, at the scratched counter where Sal had sat, at the flowers that kept growing despite everything.

How much longer?

She didn't have an answer.

But she picked up her phone, ordered the car, and gathered the arrangements her mother would have been proud of. Because the Kowalski family was burying their grandmother today, and Angela Moretti delivered what she promised.

Even when she was drowning.

Even when there was nothing left to protect but the promise itself.
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Grave had been digging for two days.

Not graves—information. Every contact he'd made on Staten Island, every worker who owed him a favor from the cemetery days, every bartender and bodega owner who'd talk to a guy wearing a kutte if he bought enough drinks first. Piece by piece, he'd assembled a picture that made his jaw tight and his fists tighter.

Now he stood in Boneyard's workspace at the compound, laying it out.

"Tony Carbone." Grave set his phone on the workbench, photos pulled up. "Runs a construction company out of Staten Island. Half the jobs are legit, half are fronts. He's been squeezing local businesses for protection money for at least five years."

Boneyard scrolled through the images—the flower shop's smashed window he'd photographed yesterday, the slashed van tires from before, a burned-out storefront on Victory Boulevard that used to be a dry cleaner's. "And nobody's pushed back?"

"One guy tried. Vince Deluca, owned a dry cleaning place near the ferry terminal. Called the cops, filed reports." Grave's voice went flat. "His shop burned down six months ago. With him inside. Ruled accidental."

"Convenient."

"Gets better. Carbone's got a crew of about fourteen—construction workers who moonlight as muscle. His collections manager is a piece of shit named Sal Marinelli, used to be a union enforcer before he found private work. The flower shop owner I told you about? Marinelli's been leaning on her for three months. She's refused to pay."

Boneyard looked up from the
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